What does the artwork commissioned by the Normans tell us about how they wished to be perceived?

In the essay I will be looking at Norman artwork, from England and Sicily. I choice to look at artwork from England and Sicily because it shows the most change in styles. I shall be analysing different examples of the style of art used during the Norman period and how and who made the pieces of art. I will focus on the art and architecture of Norman cathedrals, however my main focus will be on why the different types of artwork were made and how this could suggest how the Normans wanted to be perceived.
[bookmark: _Hlk530146522]The first example I would like to analyse is Canterbury Cathedral. The original cathedral was destroyed by a fire in 1067, the year after the Norman conquest of England had ended. William I ordered the rebuild of the cathedral in 1070 under the management of the first Norman archbishop in England whose name was Lanfrance[footnoteRef:1]. The reconstructed design for the new cathedral was similar to Abbey of Saint-Étienne in Caen, Normandy, where Lanfrance had been abbot. The stone used for the new cathedral was brought in from France. There are many striking paintings on the walls of the cathedral, many of which are painting of saints, and one of which is the bible story of St Paul and the viper[footnoteRef:2]. St Paul had been shipwrecked on the island of Melita. The locals started a fire to warm Paul and others that had survived when a viper came out of the flames. The viper then attached itself to Paul who just removed the viper without any harm coming to him. However, this painting was not seen for almost 700 years as it was placed high up on the wall in St Anselm’s Chapel.[footnoteRef:3] It was not until professor Ernest William Tristram started his long association with Canterbury Cathedral in the mid-1920s that the painting was recovered again. Tristran was commissioned to create a reproduction of the painting and this now hangs by the Pilgrim’s Steps between the Trinity and South Quire, so everyone can see it.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Szarmach.P Tavormina.T Rosenthal.J, 1998 Routledge Revivals: Medieval England (1998): An Encyclopedia Routledge Oxon]  [2:  Szarmach.P Tavormina.T Rosenthal.J, 1998 Routledge Revivals: Medieval England (1998): An Encyclopedia Routledge Oxon]  [3:  Szarmach.P Tavormina.T Rosenthal.J, 1998 Routledge Revivals: Medieval England (1998): An Encyclopedia Routledge Oxon]  [4:  Szarmach.P Tavormina.T Rosenthal.J, 1998 Routledge Revivals: Medieval England (1998): An Encyclopedia Routledge Oxon] 

The Normans could have had the cathedral and its many paintings commissioned because of the fact they had just conquered England and this was all to show how much power they now had over the land.  It also could be suggested that they were trying to show what good Christians they had become by giving God a new cathedral. By specifically choosing the story of St Paul and the viper it could be implied that St Paul represents the Normans and their conquests, that they could be attacked but would come back and nothing could stop them. Furthermore, vipers are known to be tricky just like the Norman were, so that could also be a representation of the Normans. Snakes play a big role in Norse mythology because of the Midgard serpent who is said to help bring about the end of the world,[footnoteRef:5] and this could have been what the actual builders of the Cathedral could have added to the story of St Paul to warn others of just how untrustworthy the Normans were. Vipers also can be connected back to Loki who was the god of mischief and causing upset.[footnoteRef:6] These types of image may therefore have been a coded message about how it may not have been wise to trust the Normans. [5:  Mcoy.D (2012) Jormungand (2012) [online] Available:https://norse-mythology.org/gods-and-creatures/giants/jormungand/]  [6: ] 

The Bayeux Tapestry is also an example of Norman artwork. The Normans used the tapestry to show others what they could do. In the case of the Bayeux Tapestry not much is known about its origin, as the first written account of the tapestry was in 1476.[footnoteRef:7] Bishop Odo, who was William’s half-brother, is said to have commissioned the tapestry in 1070 in England[footnoteRef:8]. It depicts the battle of Hastings and the death of Harold, the then English king. The Normans could have wanted this scene on the tapestry to scare other armies that might have wanted to start a war with them. The tapestry is 0.5 by 68.38 meters and apparently still not completed.[footnoteRef:9] The cloth of the tapestry was embroidered with coloured woollen yarns, which is unusual for tapestry work.[footnoteRef:10]The tapestry was one of the biggest art achievements in the Norman Romanesque.[footnoteRef:11] The Norman’s reason for wanting a tapestry like this could be because they wanted a visual artform that they had full control over: what was embroidered on it and that could be changed if they did not like the message it gave out about them. The tapestry itself suggested the Normans wanted to be seen as heroes to all classes in life because the visual form of art like a tapestry meant even people of lower classes could learn of what they had done as well. After the conquest of England, creating artwork could be suggested as a power move by the Normans who wanted their people to see that they could protect them, but also what they could do if they disobeyed them. The tapestry suggests that the Normans wanted to show not only what good men and warriors they were, but how much they valued art, as well as literature such as the written accounts by writers like Dudo.  [7:  Kahn.D The Norman World of Art (1986) History Today [online] Available:https://www.historytoday.com/deborah-kahn/norman-world-art]  [8:  McLynn, F., 1999. 1066 : the year of the three battles, London: BCA.]  [9:  McLynn, F., 1999. 1066 : the year of the three battles, London: BCA.]  [10:  Welford.J Changes made to the Bayeux Tapestry (2016) [online] Available: http://historicaltriumphsanddisasters.blogspot.com/2016/07/changes-made-to-bayeux-tapestry.html]  [11:  McLynn, F., 1999. 1066 : the year of the three battles, London: BCA.] 

The tapestry has actually been changed over the years as it has been restored a few times in different centuries by other people. However it is suggested that all these changes were made because of the tapestry being made in England, which started the debate about whether what is shown on the tapestry trustworthy or not as is was not made by Norman men or women.[footnoteRef:12] The death of Harold is one of the scenes that faces a lot of questions as no one really know for sure how Harold actually died. A full tracing of the tapestry was made in 1729 and it shows Harold holding a spear that he seems to be about to throw, or has been struck by and is still holding, but then in 1819 another restoration showed instead of a spear an arrow flying toward the English king where it pierced his eye, which is the story that is remembered now.[footnoteRef:13] This process of restoration shows that the Normans could have changed this tapestry whenever they felt like a part of their story was not represented accurately, which then comes back to the idea that at this time, after the Battle of Hastings, the Normans wanted to be remembered as being heroes. More importantly William I wanted to be seen as a hero and to be seen by all as the rightful King of England. That could be why the Normans wanted the art work to show the downfall of Harold: the Normans could have wanted to show him at his weakest just before his death by William I. [12: Welford.J Changes made to the Bayeux Tapestry (2016) [online] Available: http://historicaltriumphsanddisasters.blogspot.com/2016/07/changes-made-to-bayeux-tapestry.html]  [13:  Welford.J Changes made to the Bayeux Tapestry (2016) [online] Available: http://historicaltriumphsanddisasters.blogspot.com/2016/07/changes-made-to-bayeux-tapestry.html] 

When the Normans invaded Sicily their artwork changed along with the culture. The artistic production was stunning as it was a blend of different cultures coming together into one form of art. This type of artwork and culture came to be known as Norman-Arab-Byzantine culture.[footnoteRef:14] The art work from this culture was brighter and more colourful when compared to the Norman artwork from England. They moved away from painting and turned to mosaics, which are tiny coloured glass tiles. An example of Norman, Arab and Byzantine different type of artwork coming together is the Tombstone of Anna.  The tombstone is a multi-coloured marble slab which has five panels that are broken up into Judaeo-Arabic, Arabicon, Greek, and Latin. The centre has a polychrome Greek cross around the letters IC XC NI KA which mean ‘Jesus Christ conquers’[footnoteRef:15] The tombstone was made for a Norman priest’s mother who passed away. She died in 1148, and just a year later the priest also dedicated to his dead mother a chapel of her own.[footnoteRef:16] When comparing this tombstone to the artwork discussed below (the Capella Palatina), what makes this one stand out is that it may not been commissioned for reasons of self-promotion, it was just a man wanting to respect his mother who he had lost. What this could tell us about how Norman priests wished to be seen is that they did not care to show power, but they wanted to people to see them as peaceful respectful men that are more than happy to bring in other cultures into their own.  [14:  The tombstone for Anna: the symbol of a Medieval melting pot (2018) [online] Available: https://squarekufic.com/2018/03/30/the-tombstone-for-anna-the-symbol-of-a-medieval-melting-pot/]  [15:  The tombstone for Anna: the symbol of a Medieval melting pot (2018) [online] Available: https://squarekufic.com/2018/03/30/the-tombstone-for-anna-the-symbol-of-a-medieval-melting-pot/]  [16:  The tombstone for Anna: the symbol of a Medieval melting pot (2018) [online] Available: https://squarekufic.com/2018/03/30/the-tombstone-for-anna-the-symbol-of-a-medieval-melting-pot/] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]An example of this is the Cappella Palatina which is a chapel that was built for the Norman kings of Sicily. Roger II was the king that commissioned the build of this great chapel. It is  a blend of Roman and Greek building types with Byzantine sacred architecture. Arabic-style carving reflecting Norman Sicily's cultural complexity[footnoteRef:17] as the ceilings are wooden and painted. This style used is called muqarnas and it is where the wooden ceilings are hand carved into an intricate pattern, and was something that is now considered more Arabic than Norman.[footnoteRef:18]  The walls are mosaic decor, which was completed only during the reign of Roger II's successor, William II, and completely covers the upper portions of the walls. One of the depictions on the wall is the Mosaic of Christ Pantocrator, which takes up almost the whole back wall of the chapel and shows Christ surrounded by angels, along with another half that shows the life of Christ, while the other side has many different saints.[footnoteRef:19]  The Normans could have commissioned the mosaics to be mainly of Christ and saints, and it could be suggested that was because the Normans believed in the fact that everything they had achieved was because of the will of God, and that god preferred them over any others. It could be suggested that this was their way of repaying God but also having somewhere they could go to just be with God without having to be around others. There is even a mosaic that shows Roger II being crowned by Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:20] One of the colours frequently used in the work for the mosaics is green, which was seen as a soothing and peaceful colour which is used a lot on the floor of the chapel. This could have been because the Normans wanted people to feel at ease when in the chapel, and they may have wanted people to be at ease with the changes they had made to the society when they had taken over control of Sicily.  The Normans now started using gold which was seen more as an Arabic or Byzantine style, but the Normans could have wanted to use more gold to show just how much more wealth they now had, because at this point they had taken England which was a rich country at this time. It could be implied that they wanted people to see how much progress they had made financially as well as with the armies. Having this blend of the different cultures could have been because Roger I wanted to show that there was some peace between each of the different cultures in Sicily, as the country was divided between different areas which can be shown in their artwork. Mosaics were actually something the Greeks had been creating long before the Normans although they had just used painted stone; it was not until Sicily did they have the bright colourful glass to work with. [17: Kahn.D The Norman World of Art (1986) History Today [online] Available:https://www.historytoday.com/deborah-kahn/norman-world-art ]  [18:  Haldon, J.F . Byzantium : a history Tempus, Gloucestershire P.g 132]  [19:  Haldon, J.F . Byzantium : a history Tempus, Gloucestershire P.g 56]  [20:  Haldon, J.F . Byzantium : a history Tempus, Gloucestershire P.g 228] 

After analysing the different types of artwork and style used by the Normans it could be suggested that the Norman’s artwork are reflections of what they believed in: that they had a strong bond to God and that they were a powerful race. This is shown with the art work which is truly stunning.
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